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THEATRE 
THE MYSTERY O F  E L X  
THE MYSTERY OF ELX IS ALL THAT HAS SURVIVED INTACT 
FORM THE WORLD OF GENUINE, LATE MEDIEVAL DRAMA, 
AND IS ALSO THE ONLY RELIGIOUS PLAY TO HAVE BEEN 
REGULARLY PERFORMED. 
F R A N C E S C  M A S S l P  H I S T O R I A N  
ntil the end of the eighteenth 
century, the agricultura1 com- 
munities of Europe still pre- 
sewed abundant examples of stage per- 
formance~ dating from the Middle 
Ages. The Enlightenment showed a to- 
tal lack of sensitivity towards this type 
of popular tradition, accusing them of 
not being in keeping with "the spirit of 
the century and the state of traditions", 
and the Industrial Revolution more or 
less put an end to them for good. But 
the town of Elx, which had already 
freed itself of the Tridentian prohibi- 
tions thanks to a papa1 bu11 by Urban 
VI11 (1632) giving permission in per- 
petuity for the celebration of its theat- 
rica1 festival devoted to the Assump- 
tion, has also managed to overcome 
the loss of community conscience that 
urban civilization has been respon- 
sible for in western societies today, 
and has managed with its enthusiasm 
to preseme this jewel in our culture, 
which is the town's imponderable 
Mystery. 
A disturbing sociological phenomenon 
has been provoked by the whirlpools of 
the cities, "black holes" that draw in a 
huge foreign population uprooted from 
its original cultural context, condemned 
to crowding and anonymity, while at 
the same time, these people's homes, 
which are mainly rural; have been irre- 
versibly bled of their poulation, while 
their traditional community events 
have been interrupted by the lack of 
manpower to carry them out. This has 
led to the irreparable loss of many cele- 
brations and ceremonies that had been 
preserved since time immemorial as an 
indispensable community ritual. Ri- 
tuals that reflected some of human- 
kind's most significant legends, and 
which new forms of community gath- 
ering, generally of the most frightful 
vulgarity, have not been able to revive, 
possibly because these new forms are 
essentially lacking in any kind of legen- 
dary spirit. 
Hence the exceptional value of the festi- 
val of Elx. However, the splendour and 
enthusiasm that the presewation of this 
mystery play awake must not make us 
forget the present situation of the town, 
threatened not only by the phenomena 
mentioned above but also by the suffo- 
cating threat of linguistic obliteration 
and cultural uniformity, offensives 
which have already started to cause 
terrifying desertions and tragic vexa- 
tions (like those suffered at the 1 Festi- 
THE MYSTERY OF ELX 
val d'Elx de Teatre i Música Medieval, 
when our language, practically excluded 
from the event, was scomfully com- 
pared to "sayagüks" by some leamed 
Spaniard). 
Any festival is, of course, a living thing 
that refuses to be corseted by any histo- 
ricist consideration and that brings to- 
gether in its "biological" self elements 
that are new and varied but at one with 
its origins and history. And we must 
remember (and the institutions can not 
overlook this responsibility) that the 
Misteri d'Elx -sung entirely by the 
choir, mixing medieval Gregorian with 
Renaissance polyphony, using a text 
written in verse in Catalan and staged 
with the help of daring machinery, a 
globalising use of the space avilable and 
a popular interpretation- is al1 that has 
survived intact from the world of gen- 
uine late medieval drama, since it has 
been performed uninterruptedly, every 
14 and 15 August, from the dawn of the 
sixteenth century to the present day. It 
is also the only religious play that has 
never been performed other than inside 
the church, which becomes one big mul- 
tiple and simultaneous stage, and that 
still makes magnificent use of daring, 
manpower-driven devices to lower and 
raise the angels and the Virgin, covering 
the 30 metres that separate heaven 
(situated in the great dome) and earth 
(defined by an ample stage erected in 
the church transept and by an aisle that 
crosses the whole nave) in a harmo- 
nious scenic combination of paradisiac 
verticality and the horizontality of hu- 
man wanderings. In short, it is the only 
play to include the essential characteris- 
tics of medieval religious theatre, which 
always valued visual understanding and 
the melodic component over and above 
an understanding of the text (the mere 
outline of an argument which is known 
to all), and always attracted large num- 
bers of people who came, as they still do 
today in Elx, to take part in a festival as 
a group, not to watch a play as indivi- 
dual spectators. These are some of the 
features and the circumstances that 
make the Misteri d'Elx not just an 
artistic product of indisputable value, 
but also a sociological phenomenon 
with cultural implications that make it 
a firm candidate for becoming part of 
the Heritage of Humankind, a logical 
aspiration which UNESCO is about to 
satisfy. ¤ 
